30                        KING   AND   NO   KING

Stephen was a grandson of William the Conqueror,

Stephen, so he had some claim.   He was also, the chronicler tells

Il35"hl] us   " a mild man", so that it might be hoped that he

character. w^ld make a good king>   But the throne was no place

for a mild man at this time.   What was wanted was a

strong man who could keep order.

Stephen gained his crown by the help of the barons
civil war. and the Church; but soon he fell out with both, and to
add to his troubles Matilda landed with an army and laid
claim to the kingdom. Then began a long civil war,
which went on up and down the country, now one side
winning, now the other. At one time Matilda's forces
beat Stephen, and took him captive. So she for a time
became ruler of England; but she was so haughty that
her friends soon deserted her, and then the war began
afresh. At another time, in the depth of winter, Stephen
had Matilda closely besieged in Oxford. She only escaped
by dressing herself all in white, slipping out at night by
a postern-gate, crossing the Thames on the ice, and flee-
ing across the snow. Then she gathered fresh forces and
fought again.

The fact was that the war went on because the barons
cruelties had no wish to stop it. When there was a dispute about
the succession the king was sure to be weak, and the
barons could do as they pleased. Thus, in Stephen's
reign England learnt what it really meant when the
country was left to the mercy of feudal barons. The
chronicler of the time describes what they did, " They
built castles, and filled them with devils and evil men,
They hanged up men by the feet, and smoked them with
foul smoke. Some were hanged up by their thumbs,
others by the head, and burning tilings were hung on to
their feet. They put knotted strings about their heads,
and writhed them till they went into the brain. They
put men. into prisons where adders and snakes and toads